containing the biblical verses Proverbs i. 8 and xxiii. 24 in large, monumental characters filled in with colours and concluding with Joshua i. 8, written in a cursive script, not much different from that used in the letter we are considering here. It may well be that our writer, while a small boy, filled in the hollow letters with colours, thus making his first acquaintance with the art of the scribe.
The Ibn Nufay' family can be traced in Geniza documents through two centuries. They were Levites, but while it was absolutely de rigeur to address a Kohen, or alleged descendant of Aaron, the Highpriest, by this title, the Levites, whose rank was much inferior, were less fastidious. Only in signatures to documents would the title ha-Levi be regularly added.
Our writer, who was called Sedaqa (" Alms ", namely given to the mother by God) ha-Levi b. Solomon, wrote and signed, together with twenty-five other persons, a petition concerning communal strife in a small locality,1 which could have been Jubayl,2 although I am inclined to believe that it was rather a small town in Lower Egypt. In the spring of 1100 he signed a document in Fustat and in January 1105 in its sister city of Cairo.3 By the spring of 1132, that is forty-two years after the writing of our letter, he was the chief cantor and court clerk in Alexandria, issuing there a bill of repudiation,4 and as such he is addressed in the draft of a letter of condolence jotted down on the back of a long petition addressed to the Nagid, or head of the Egyptian Jews, Mevorakh (d. March 1112). 5 From what has been just said, it is evident that Sedaqa wrote 96 THE JOHN RYLANDS LIBRARY our letter when he was still a very young man, probably in his early twenties. He refers indeed to his youth himself. The main purpose of his writing was to ask his father's indulgence for accepting a post so far away from him, for a son should be with his father and serve him (Malachi iii. 17). It was not his fault, but dire necessity (or God, as he says) which forced him to be away and he would return as soon as possible. Even more, he had married an orphan girl without a penny, with the sole intention that no other family ties should keep him away from his filial duties towards his father. Modern man, whose social notions are so different, is inclined to see in such words merely polite phrases. The present writer, who has had the opportunity to observe closely Middle Eastern people while studying the Jews of Yemen, is convinced that these utterances expressed the writer's innermost feelings. It is, of course, possible that the orphan girl concerned had other traits that may have made her attractive to the young cantor. An account of the documents follows :
RYLANDS CASTER MSS., GENIZA FRAGMENT L213.1
Paper, 19'5x11 cm., much damaged by holes and stains. The ends of most lines are lost, but can be safely completed, with the exception of one in which a personal name is mentioned. In Hebrew script, exhibiting the hand of a trained scribe. The language is Arabic throughout. 1 The remains of an r are visible. The honorific by-name Abu Na §r used to be connected with Salama, e.g. in the name of the prominent banker and account ant Salama b. Sa'ld Ibn §aghlr (who occurs in dated documents between 1021 and 1057) and also with its Hebrew equivalent Solomon (see Westminster College, Cambridge, Fragmenta Cairensia 18, combined with Westminster Glasses 22, which form one document, dated 1047). Yet I put a question mark, or, rather, the customary dot, beneath the r, because the by-name Abu Bishr is also con nected with the name Solomon, although it has not so far been found with Salama. InTS. 12.7, top, lines 17-19, where an India merchant deposits adocumentwith the father of our writer, who was both a cantor and a notary, no by-name is added.
2 That is, may all misfortunes destined for the father be diverted from him to the son. A common phrase.
3 All these are phrases frequently used. 4 The Arabic expression corresponds to Hebrew 'erusin, a betrothal; that is, legally a marriage lacking only consummation. Nowadays Jews combine this " betrothal " with the wedding.
Tyre was in those days the seat of the Yeshiva, or Jewish High Council, which had moved there after Jerusalem had been captured by the Seljuks in 1071. Our scholarly young man, who was on good terms with the head of the Yeshiva (see below) wished to have his wedding in Tyre so that the President (the famous Evyatar ha-Kohen b. Elijah) could officiate on that occasion. About his fiancee he had written in an earlier letter. 3 The Arabic word for " prayer " can mean also " curse " ; therefore, a defining adjective is often added.
4 Today one would travel by land between places such as Tyre and Jubayl. In those days the dangers of the sea were preferable to the vagaries of constant warfare and attacks by bandits. Belief in the protective power of prayer is expressed in many Geniza letters.
5 AH religious and legal problems of the smaller communities were referred to the President of the Yeshiva. Together with his official mail, he would forward to the cantor of Jubayl letters arriving for him in Tyre.
6 Every person called Hasan in Arabic and Japheth in Hebrew could bear the honorific by-name Abu 'All. But the time of the letter, the place to which it was sent, and the sequence of the persons to whom greetings are extended, leave no doubt that here Abu 'All Japheth b. Abraham b. Azhar (in Heb. Ya'lr), " the Pride of the Community ", overseer of the Caliphal mint (who occurs in documents dated between 1076 and 1103) is intended. See Goitein, op. cit. vol. II, Appendix C, sect. 16, and Index.
